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Making
Illiterate

Adults
Literate
Ronald Gillum
I am very, very happy to have the
opportunity to participate in this symposium.
Last year I made history with the Michigan
Reading Association (MRA). I was the first
state director for adult education in the
history of MRA to ever appear and speak at
the conference. I've enjoyed listening to the
presentations. It's true, but it's kind of sad that
we talk about one system of education but in
reality we have two systems of education in
our public schools. One is education for
children and the other is education for adults,
and it ought not to be that way. A statement
was made about teen parents and I'm going
to say something about that too. We have got
to do something with those parents, those
children. I'm going to ask you something.
What are we, as educators in Michigan,
going to do with the 16,871 teenagers who
gave birth to children in 1986 in our state? We
know who they are and we know who their
children are. Now there are a couple of
things you can predict. You know that those
young mothers are going to have some
problems becoming employed, the majority
of them already are. Why? A lot of them are
undereducated. A lot of them will leave
school before they have those skills that they
need to become employable. What about
their children? They are going to be coming
to you in a couple of years. Are you preparing
your schools to receive those children? Those
kids are coming with some concerns. Those
children will come to you and there will

probably be some of those kids in the "low
group.'' One reason may be our attitude
towards those children. Many will come poor
and lacking. I think that we had better start
preparing for that now. It's a problem in the
State of Michigan and we're going to have to
begin to step up our efforts and start
interacting with those young mothers and
also with those young kids.
Without question we have some tremendous challenges facing us in responding
to the educational needs of the undereducated adult. In Michigan we have in
excess of 800,000 adult citizens who are
functioning in an educational sense at less
than an eighth grade level. Our challenge is
to get these adults competent in basic skills
which will provide them with an opportunity
to enter into job training or higher education
so that they will have an opportunity to
successfully compete for the jobs of today
and for tomorrow. With the current
functioning levels now experienced by
thousands and thousands of adult citizens in
our state, they stand little or no chance of
becoming successfully employed in jobs that
are beyond the minimum wage. We as
educators must ask ourselves, "What it is that
people do in terms of earning a living with
less than an eighth grade education?" What
are they going to do next year and what
about 10 years from now? Unfortunately, in
this great state of Michigan with all of her
wealth, with all of her excellent teachers and
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workers with higher skill levels. The Governor's
office estimates that in five short years more
than 80% of the jobs will require some
education or technical training beyond the
high school level and that, ladies and
gentlemen, is the crux of the problem in
Michigan.
We have far too many people who can't
benefit from education and training beyond
the high school level simply because they
haven't mastered the basic skills. They
haven't mastered the basic skills of writing
and reading and simple problem solving.
According to Work Force 2000, a publication
of the Department of Labor, by the year 2000,
half of the jobs nationwide will require some
education beyond high school and almost
one third of those jobs will be filled by college
graduates. Now, in Michigan we have
400,018,000 people employed. Much to my
surprise, 78% of those individuals who are
employed have at least a high school
diploma. Now you might ask yourself what
about those 1.9 million adults in Michigan
who don't have high school diplomas? Where
are they? Who are they and what do they do?
The sad fact of the matter is that a majority of
them are unemployed. As a matter-of-fact the
Governor's Office on Human Investment
states that 80% of our unemployed have less
than a high school diploma. The Carnegie
Report on Education and Technology states
that nationwide, nearly 75% of all unemployed
adults have inadequate skills. More
importantly, more than half of those classified
as "not in the labor force" have less than an
eighth grade education.
Now ladies and gentlemen, reading
teachers, adult education teachers and
directors, what are we going to do with these
454,000 jobless workers in our state? What
are we going to do in an education sense? I'm
not talking about those who have never been
employed. I'm talking about those who have
held jobs, those who have just been recently
laid off in Flint and Saginaw. What are we
going to do in terms of retraining? Many of
them will obviously be retrained. Many of
them can't be retrained. Many of them,
though, will be retrained for jobs paying a
lower wage. Far too many of them, however,
far, far too many

institutions, with all of her great minds, we
have thousands of adults who have family
responsibilities and all that goes with them,
who can't use printed or written information
to communicate effectively. They lack the
basic skills needed in order to function in this
society such as the skills needed to get and
hold a job in anything other than manual
labor. Now many of the individuals are
considered to be illiterate or marginally
literate. Many unfortunately, will not find
employment in any area except unskilled
manual labor and you know what's happening
to those jobs. They are decreasing and they
are decreasing at a very, very rapid rate. If
we don't confront the issue head on with some
workable solutions, we are, in my opinion,
going to have our work force divided into two
camps. One will be the employed and
temporarily unemployed, and the other will
be the unemployable. And that large pool of
unemployable people is of the greatest
concern to us in adult education. The
unemployable impact too greatly on our
correctional system. Am I right? They impact
too greatly on our social services system and
on our mental health system.To have a large
pool of unemployable people cost us much
too much in terms of tax dollars and peace of
mind. The challenge for us, and for the
students we interact with, is jobs and
productive employment. We in adult
education must keep this in mind at all times.
We are constantly bombarded with
headlines like: Job Education Gap Alarms the
Expert; American Workers Fall Short of the
Mark When Measured Against Our Major
Industrial Competitors such as Germany and
Japan; or As Much as 20% of Our Work Force
is Functionally Illiterate. Finally, the "Wall
Street Journal": A Shallow Labor Pool Spurs
Business to Act to Bolster Education. We hear
and read that stuff all the time. Now it would
appear that we have reasons for alarm. One
of the things we can feel reasonably certain
about is that the skills that are going to be
required in the work force in the year 2000
are going to be vastly different than most
skills that are required now. As the new jobs,
and you've heard this before, shift from
manufacturing to the service sector, there will
be a corresponding increase in the need for
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of them will not take advantage, can't take
advantage of the retraining that they must
have because they lack basic skills and that
means they need intensive instruction in the
basic skills area. That's why it's so important,
and I forget which panelist mentioned this,
that we must all work together in this thing.
We just can 't leave the teaching ofall of these
adults to just the adult educators. We've all
got to take a part of this. We must, in order to
have one quality integrated system. One
system. You might say that we are in serious
trouble and you might be right, and if we
don't do more than we 're doing, we are really
going to be in serious trouble. But fortunately,
Michigan is making a comprehensive response
to adult training and retraining. We have
perhaps, an adult education training system
in Michigan which is as comprehensive as
there is anywhere in the United States. We
are providing basic educational litercy
services, high school completion, G.E.D. and
other forms of education and training
through the various vocational and
occupational skills training programs that
exist in our state to some 338,000 adults per
year. That's a lot of people. Many of them are
receiving good quality instruction. The
problems that we 're facing with regard to
adult training and retraining, is much too
massive just for us in adult education or just
for us in education. It's too big and we're only
going to respond better if all of us work
together. Now that doesn 't necessarily mean
just us in education, but those in business,
social services, corrections, the legislature
and others have all got to work together to
respond to the problem. If we're going to win
the battle, we must do things differently. We
are going to have to continually examine and
re-examine how children and adults learn
best and how we can best go about the tasks
of delivering educational services. There is
very, very little doubt in my mind that we've
got to discover a way of teaching student to
think, to problem solve, to be creative and
imaginative. As educators we've got so much
more to learn. You know we're good. If
you've ever seen a reading teacher work,
you 've seen something that's a work of art.
My youngest daughter had a problem with

reading, at least we thought she did. Come to
find out she really didn't, but she had a good
third grade teacher. I'm telling you, I have
never, ever seen a teacher that good in my 21
years in education. We have that type of
teacher in more than one school in Lansing,
Michigan. I mean we 've got thousands and
thousands of them across the state and these
educators are works of art.
We 've got a lot more to learn about
teaching and the way children and our adults
learn. We've got to do a better job of what
we do. Frank Newman who is the President of
the Education Commission of the States
and work together to change it. Let's
rediscover what we're doing right and
replicate it." We are, indeed, at the roll up the
rediscover what we're doing right and
replicate it. We are, indeed, at the roll up the
sleeves time. We must do all that is humanly
possible in carrying out our major social
function of keeping Michigan's hopping
population on a upward path of achievement.
Without a shared commitment from you and
your colleagues everywhere, quality
education is not possible, but with your best
efforts, millions here and everywhere will
learn to read, to function, to perform and
enjoy. Thank you.

Ronald Gillum is Director of Adult Education

for the State of Michigan.

27

